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I n October 1994, the newly-established Latin American Studies Program at Grand Valley began a conference series that _has g_rown. to 
become a regular part of west Michigan hfe. W1th 
the theme "Democracy, Capitalism, Activism," the 
program hosted an event which contained many 
of distinctive features that would come to char-
acterize all Conferences on the Americas. 
Dedicated to commemorating the anniversary of 
key historical events in Guatemala's history, the 
conference featured a keynote speaker (Profes-
sor Susanne Jonas of the University of California 
at Santa Cruz), numerous panels put together by 
scholars from many institutions of higher learn-
ing in the midwest (from MSU to ~alvin t? 
Western), a balanced focus on things Latm Amen-
can both inside and outside the borders of the 
United States, and the close involvement of com-
munity activists (instrumental in organizing the 
1994 conference was Jeff Smith of the Institute 
for Global Education). . 
The successful combination of these features-
a thematic focus, a nationally recognized keynote 
speaker, hemispheric analysis, and regional town 
and gown participation-gradually came to shape 
the LAS Program itself. Not satisfied to keep 
knowledge within the confines of the classroom 
or outside the walls of the institution, the LAS 
Program built on the conferenc~ to str_engthen 
university and community relations. T1me and 
again, the program brought its schola~ly speak-
ers and performers into the commumty or ~he 
community onto campus. Most recently, Umon 
High School in Grand Rapids brought a class of 
students to Cook-DeWitt Auditorium to hear 
Professor Cecilia Zarate speak about the U.S. 
drug war in Colombi 
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i n  H o l l a n d  a n d  G r a n d  R a p i d s  w h e r e  h e  a d -
d r e s s e d  h u n d r e d s  o f  s t u d e n t s .  H e  a l s o  g a v e  a  
r e a d i n g  t o  n e a r l y  o n e  h u n d r e d  c o m m u n i t y  m e m -
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s t r e e t - k n o w l e d g e  i n  t h e  p u r s u i t  o f  u n d e r s t a n d -
i n g  a n d  e x p l a i n i n g  t h e  L a t i n  A m e r i c a n  e x p e r i e n c e ,  
h a s  p r o v e d  t o  b e  o n e  o f  t h e  c o n f e r e n c e ' s  m o s t  
u n i q u e  a n d  e n d u r i n g  q u a l i t i e s .  R e c o g n i z i n g  t h i s ,  
f o r m e r  L A S  c o o r d i n a t o r  W a l t e r  F o o t e  d u b b e d  
t h e  s e r i e s  " a  c o n f e r e n c e  f o r  t h e  w h o l e  c o m m u -
n i t y . "  A s  t h e  y e a r s  w~nt b y ,  c o m m u n i t y  
p a r t i c i p a t i o n  g r e w  a n d  d i v e r s i f i e d ,  a d d i n g  d y -
n a m i c  f o r c e  t o  t h e  u n i v e r s i t y ' s  a c a d e m i c  
e n d e a v o r s .  T h e  t i e s  d e v e l o p e d  w i t h  t h e  c o m m u -
n i t y  s t i m u l a t e d  i n c r e a s e d  a c a d e m i c  f o c u s  o n  t h e  
L a t i n  A m e r i c a n  p o p u l a t i o n  o f  t h e  U n i t e d  S t a t e s ,  
o n  L a t i n o s .  T h i s  f e a t u r e  o f  L a t i n  A m e r i c a n  s t u d -
i e s  w a s  a l w a y s  a  p a r t  o f  t h e  L A S  P r o g r a m ,  b u t  
t h e  c o n f e r e n c e  e n c o u r a g e d  a  b i g g e r  i n t e l l e c t u a l  
i n v e s t m e n t  i n  t h e  i s s u e .  O u t  o f  t h i s  h a s  g r o w n  a n  
o n - g o i n g  c o m m u n i t y  r e s e a r c h  p r o j e c t  c a l l e d  
" L a t i n o s  i n  W e s t  M i c h i g a n , "  i n  w h i c h  s t u d e n t s  
t y p i c a l l y  i n t e r v i e w  l o c a l  L a t i n o  r e s i d e n t s  a b o u t  
t h e i r  e x p e r i e n c e s .  S e v e r a l  " l i f e  s t o r i e s "  p r o d u c e d  
b y  s t u d e n t s  h a v e  b e e n  p u b l i s h e d  o n  a  s t u d e n t -
d e s i g n e d  w e b s i t e  ( w w w 4 . g v s u . e d u / l a t i n o s ) .  I  a m  
p l e a s e d  t o  r e p o r t  t h a t  n e x t  f a l l  M a r t h a  G o n z a l e z -
C o r t e s ,  e x e c u t i v e  d i r e c t o r  o f  t h e  H i s p a n i c  C e n t e r  
o f  W e s t  M i c h i g a n  a n d  A B D  i n  A n t h r o p o l o g y  a t  
S t a n f o r d  U n i v e r s i t y ,  w i l l  t e a c h  t h e  c o u r s e  a s s o -
c i a t e d  w i t h  t h i s  p r o j e c t ,  L A S  4 7 5 ,  L a t i n o s  i n  W e s t  
M i c h i g a n .  T h i s  o u t g r o w t h  o f  t h e  c o n f e r e n c e  h a s  
a l s o  l e d  t o  i n c r e a s e d  p r e s s u r e  t o  d i v e r s i f y  t h e  
G V S U  f a c u l t y ,  a  s l o w  b u t  p o s i t i v e  p r o c e s s ,  r e -
c e n t l y  a d d r e s s e d  i n  p a r t  b y  h i r i n g  D r .  D a v i d  
S t a r k ,  a  p u e r t o r i q u e n o ,  i n  t h e  h i s t o r y  d e p a r t m e n t .  
M o s t  p e o p l e  i m a g i n e  t h e  c o n f e r e n c e  s e r i e s  t o  
b e  a n  a n n u a l  e v e n t  b u t  t h e  C o n f e r e n c e  o n  t h e  
A m e r i c a s  i s  a c t u a l l y  h o s t e d  e v e r y  t h i r d  s e m e s -
t e r .  T h u s ,  t h e  s i x t h  c o n f e r e n c e  i s  s c h e d u l e d  f o r  
F i g h t i n g  I n v i s i b i l i t y  
l z s  
Clif!Welch 
Saturday, February 9, 2002, mid-
way into the Winter 2002 
semester. Like the first confer-
ence, each event is organized 
around a theme. Selecting a 
theme that is transnational and 
user-friendly for community 
and academic participants can be 
challenging. Last October's con-
ference theme-"Fighting 
Invisibility" -came to coordina-
tor Dr. Gabriela Pozzi after some 
other ideas failed to excite com-
munity support. With the 
support of conference co-chairs 
Dr. Jeff Lamb and Dr. David 
Alvarez, the theme became a 
vehicle for approaching the 
ways scholars and activists con-
front the stereotypes used to 
obscure Latino and Latin Ameri-
can reality. While many 
portrayals of Latinos and Latin 
America emphasize gangs, 
drugs, war, and folklore, confer-
ees used the theme to show how 
gangs build community, how 
the drug trade would disappear 
without consumers in the U.S., 
how war-victims in Central 
America have built rich partici-
patory democracies, and how 
folkways contribute to an em-
powering sense of common identity among 
Latinos. By its very existence, the conference 
fought the invisibility of Latinos and Latin 
America. The articles published here were se-
lected from the "Fighting Invisibility" conference 
to make concrete some of the enduring qualities 
of the Conference on the Americas series. Among 
them are works written by scholars from 
throughout the region, such as MSU's Bill Van 
Lopik and Northeastern Illinois State's David 
Leaman; studies by community activists Jeff Smith 
and Robert Dodde; and contributions from the 
arts and literature by Bob Mayberry and Walter 
Foote. The issue also features a poem by key-
note speaker Espada. Each work approaches the 
theme differently-from Mayberry's play to 
Smith's media analysis-demonstrating the rich 
intellectual variety the conference always engen-
ders. I am grateful to each of them for preparing 
their conference presentations for publication so 
quickly. I am also grateful to editor Dan Royer 
for urging us to help him put together a special 
Latin American Studies issue of the Grand Valley 
Review, and to Alvarez for pulling together anum-
ber of loose ends. 
The issue provides an unexpected occasion to 
showcase the considerable achievements of the 
Latin American Studies Program and its Confer-
ence on the Americas series. I hope you enjoy 
reading these pieces and that we can count on 
seeing you at the Eberhard Center in February 
2002 for our sixth conference! 
' 
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